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VIII. 

MEDIEVAL FRENCH LITERATURE. 

1. Ch. Aubertin, Histoire de la Langue et de la Literature Francaise an 

Moyen Age. 2 vols. 1876-'78. 

2. Leon Gautier, Les Epopdes Francaises. I. 1878. 

3. M. Sepet, Le Drame Ohrdtien au Hoyen Age, 1878 ; Les Prophetes du 

Christ, 1878. 

4. Societe des Anciens Textes Francais : Guillaume de Palerne, 1876 ; Les 

Sept Sages de Rome, 1876 ; Miracles de Nostre Dame. I., II. 1876-77 ; 
Aiol, 1877. 

The immense influence exerted on the rest of Europe during the 
middle ages by the literature of France should entitle it, aside from 
aesthetic considerations, to more careful attention than it has yet 
received. Not only is its volume enormous (a proof of intellectual 
activity such as it was), but several departments are fully repre- 
sented in which the French mind has, from its modern manifesta- 
tions, been supposed to be inferior to its neighbors, the Germans 
and Spaniards — we mean the epic and the national drama. Finally, 
certain favorable influences — the rapid and complete assimilation of 
Roman culture, the early adoption of Christianity, and the perfection 
of the feudal system — contributed to render the mediaeval literature 
of France the most splendid and varied of Europe. The causes 
which have led to the neglect of this literature are those which have 
affected the rest of Europe to a greater or less degree. The revival 
of letters produced in no other country so profound a revolution in 
literary taste, or led to such deep scorn of all that was mediaeval. 
A reaction' had, however, begun in France before the indiscriminat- 
ing enthusiasm of the Romantic school had directed attention to 
the early literature ; and two French scholars, Sainte-Pelaye and 
Raynouard, devoted their lives to rendering accessible treasures 
which only a radical change in taste could enable their countrymen 
to enjoy. Unfortunately, the question of literary criticism became 
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entangled at the outset "with, the religious questions involved in the 
revival of mediasval studies, not so much as in Germany, perhaps, 
but sufficient to render any impartial judgment impossible for a long 
time, and to lead in turn to a reaction the effects of which are 
now strongly felt. In other "words, the mediaeval literature of 
France has been exposed to the extreme criticism of two schools, 
one cherishing for it a blind worship, not because it is national (its 
truest title to reverence), but because it is Catholic, the other refus- 
ing to see any good in a literature which is the exponent of a spirit 
they fear and hate. 

Fortunately, two causes have worked to modify these extreme 
views and restore old French literature to the place it rightly claims 
at the head of the mediaeval literature of Europe. One of these 
causes is the linguistic interest awakened by the new methods intro- 
duced into Romance philology by Friedrich Diez, and continued in 
France with such brilliant success by Caston Paris, and which has 
caused the early literature to be carefully edited and critically ex- 
amined in the interest of philology alone. Thus a common meeting 
place for both parties was rendered possible. The second cause is 
the new method of study in literary history in which prime impor- 
tance is laid not upon aesthetic considerations, but upon the histori- 
cal development of a literature. From this standpoint the begin- 
nings of a literature, formerly passed over as barbarous, assume an 
importance not attained by much that is aesthetically superior. 

The vast extent of the subject has as yet prevented any strict 
application of this method to mediaeval French literature as a whole, 
and the lack of a compendious history of this period has long been 
felt, and has contributed in no slight degree to the ignorance of the 
subject.* M. Aubertin has therefore laid the general reader as well 
as the scholar under great obligations by his recently completed 
history, which, with certain restrictions, we do not hesitate to pro- 
nounce admirable, f The author has patiently and skillfully con- 
sulted the most recent works (not often enough those published out 
of France) on the subject, and compiled a work which, while it lays 

* There are two very unsatisfactory German compends of mediaeval French litera- 
ture : the first " Geschichte der altfranzosischen National-Literatur," von J. L. Ideler, 
Berlin, 1842, is a dry bibliographical manual ; the second, " Geschichte der franzo- 
sischen Literatur im Mittelalter," von Dr. H. Semmig, Leipzig, 1862, is incomplete and 
unreliable. 

\ Histoire de la Langue et de la Litterature Franeaise au Moyen Age d'apres les 
Travaux les Plus Recents, par M. Charles Aubertin, Paris, Belin, 18?6-'78, 2 vols. 
8vo, vol. i., viii.-682 ; vol. ii. 585. 
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little claim to original research and independence of opinion, is 
valuable as a digest of the results of the best scholarship in this 
field. At the same time M. Aubertin has known how to give his 
book the appearance and attraction of an original work, and has 
accomplished, with certain limitations, the object he proposes in his 
preface : "Mon ambition est qu'en sortant de la lecture de cet ou- 
vrage on emporte non pas un apercu, une idee vague et superficielle, 
mais une connaissance intime et pehetrante de notre ancienne littera- 
ture et des nombreux travaux que l'6tude de nos origines litteraires 
a sus cites." In addition to great care and industry in the study of 
his sources, he has brought to his task skill in the arrangement of 
his material and sobriety of judgment in the critical portions of his 
labor. The faults of M. Aubertin's work are a multitude of minor 
errors of fact very difficult to avoid in view of the immense mass of 
material to be examined and collated, and some errors of judgment 
in the due proportion of his matter and its aesthetic valuation.* 
We will mention briefly some faults of the second class which affect 
more particularly the general reader. The author devotes almost 
everywhere too much space to the discussion of the origins of the 
literature and too little to the literature itself. The general reader 
does not need to read an entire chapter on the debris of the ancient 
tragedy at the beginning of the middle ages in order to learn what 
the author states at the outstart, that "no living germ could spring 
from this d&bris." The 'epop'ee is treated with unwarrantable brev- 
ity, but one chapter of thirty-two pages is devoted to the chansons 
de geste and only two are analyzed at some length, the " Chanson 
de Roland " and " Raoul de Cambrai," which represent but two of 
the five great cycles adopted by Gautier in the work to be men- 
tioned later. The same remarks apply to the author's treatment of 
the romances of the Round Table, those belonging to the ancient 
cycle and the romans cPaventures to which we shall return Apropos 
of " Guillaume de Palerne." 

To conclude, the weakest part of the work is the introduction 
on the origin of the language and the treatment of the chansons de 
geste ; the best the pages devoted to the drama in the first volume, 
and in the second to the prose writers of the twelfth to the sixteenth 
century, especially the second section, devoted to the orators. 

Fortunately, the weakest part of Aubertin's book, his treatment 

* We advise the student who uses Aubertin to consult the careful review of the 
first volume by Gaston Paris in the " Komania," No. 23, pp. 454-466. 



MEDIEVAL FRENCH LITERATURE. 215 

of the chansons de geste, is supplemented and completed in the 
fullest manner by Gautier's masterly work.* The author represents 
the most extreme Ultramontane school in literature. Everything 
about his work, to the very printer, is Catholic, and the " indulgent 
reader " whom the author has in view is indicated by the words in 
the preface to the second edition : " S'il est chretien et Francais, il 
n'accueillera pas sans quelque sympathie un livre consciencieux et 
qui a ete surtout inspire par l'amour de PlSglise et de la France." 
"We venture to predict that the author's circle of readers will be 
larger than he imagined, and many not embraced in the above cate- 
gory will welcome with delight a work which, when completed, will 
be a monument of profound scholarship and ardent enthusiasm. 

In 1865 M. Gautier published three volumes of the first edition 
(it was never completed), the success of which was immediate and 
great. It was three times crowned by the French Academy, receiv- 
ing the great Gobert prize in 1868, and the edition was soon ex- 
hausted. Not all the author's theories, however, were accepted by 
the learned world, and the work was exposed to the severe and 
intelligent criticisms of such scholars as Karl Bartsch (" Revue Cri- 
tique," 1866, No. 52) and Paul Meyer ("Recherches sur l'Epopee 
Francaise," Paris, 1867), who rectified many of Gautier's errors. 
Moreover, since the publication of the first edition several works 
have appeared in France which have made an epoch in the study of 
its early literature ; we need only mention the " Vie de Saint- 
Alexis," Paris, 1872, in the introduction to which Gaston Paris 
formulated (for the first time in France) the principles of textual 
criticism which have made a veritable revolution in this field. 

In preparing, then, a second edition of his work, M. Gautier was 
able to avail himself of a large mass of new material, and was 
obliged, in order to keep abreast of the immense advance in schol- 
arship, to entirely rewrite his former work. He has performed this 
difficult part of his task in the most exemplary manner, rectifying 
his minor errors and modifying his theories, so that the work before 
us is, to all intents and purposes, a new one. The work has grown 
in the process, and when completed will consist of six volumes, 
their contents disposed as follows : the first and second will be 
devoted to the origin, form, and vicissitudes of the chansons de 
geste in France and abroad ; the third to the analysis of the chan- 

* Les fipopees Francaises. ^tude sur les Origines et l'Histoire de la Litterature 
nationale, par Leon Gautier. Seconde Edition, entierement refondue. Paris: 
Soci6te Generale de Libraire Catholique. 1878. Vol. I. 8to, pp. xii.-561. 
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sons de geste of the Cycle of the King (those relating more closely 
to Charlemagne himself), the fourth and part of the fifth to the 
Cycle of William of Orange ; part of the fifth to the Provincial 
Gestes ; and the sixth to the Cycles of Doon de Mayence and the 
Crusades. 

The first volume may be considered complete in itself, and is of 
value, not merely to those interested in the chansons de geste, but 
to all students of mediaeval French literature. It is principally 
concerned with the origin, poetical form, refacciamenti, and style 
of the chansons de geste. The discussion of these topics involves 
a number of other important questions, which are treated in extenso 
by the author. The principal are : the age of the chronicle attrib- 
uted to Turpin, the MSS. of the chansons de geste and the various 
modes of editing them, and an exhaustive treatise on early French 
versification in general, and that of the chansons de geste in particu- 
lar. The most important theories in regard to the subject treated 
in the first volume are as follows : The French epic was born to- 
ward the ninth century, when the Gallic, Latin, and Frankish na- 
tions were no longer clearly separated, and when from their fusion 
a new nationality had arisen to which the name " Romance " must 
be applied, or, in the words of Gaston Paris, " the French epic is 
the German spirit in a Romance form." The epic was preceded by 
certain popular songs which were lyrical and narrative at the same 
time. These cantifenes were sometimes the source of the epic, 
which, however, in many cases had its rise in oral tradition. The 
theory that there was between tradition and the epic an interme- 
diate link in the shape of Latin chronicles (such as the Chronicle of 
Turpin) is incorrect. The date of the chronicle falsely ascribed to 
Turpin is the beginning of the twelfth century and posterior to the 
early chansons de geste, some of which the writer of the chronicle 
must have used. Finally, the epic is essentially French, and the 
claim of Provence to an extensive epical literature must be denied. 

In conclusion, the author has produced a work of great scien- 
tific value and popular interest, which can not but give a powerful 
impetus to the study of a period and subject so dear to the author's 
heart, and to which he has devoted his life with the most intense 
enthusiasm. 

The extent of the subject of Gautier's work may be inferred 
from the statement he makes on page 223 (note) that about one 
hundred chansons de geste have come down to us, most of them 
from the twelfth century ; forty-seven of these have been published 
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in extenso, and ten or eleven in extracts. It will be seen that not 
quite half have been published, and that a wide field is still left for 
the editor and scholar. One of those most recently published, 
"Aiol," presents many features of interest.* The original poem, 
written in French and in verse of ten syllables, about the middle of 
the twelfth century, was made over at the beginning of the next 
century by a Picard poet who employed the Alexandrine verse. 
The change in metre takes place in about the middle of the poem, 
and is accompanied by a very noticeable change in the character of 
the narration. The Alexandrine verse follows the usual rules of 
mediaeval French versification : the ten-syllable verse is noteworthy 
for having the caesura at the sixth instead of at the fourth syllable. 
This caesura, heretofore supposed to be peculiar to Provencal, is 
now shown to be French also. Another peculiarity of the ten-syl- 
lable verse in " Aiol " is that the caesura is always after the sixth 
syllable, but in a large number of verses the second hemistich be- 
gins with the last mute syllable of the preceding word, which 
counts as an accented syllable. The poem rests on an historic basis, 
and with FJie de Saint-Gille constitute a little cycle by themselves. 
In the thirteenth century, however, the tendency was to include the 
minor separate gestes in one of the three great ones (the gestea of 
the King, of Doon de Mayence, and of Garin de Monglane), and 
our poem was accordingly referred to the last named. 

The subject of the poem is exploits of Aiol, son of Avisse, sister 
of Louis, son of Charlemagne, and iSlie, who has been unjustly 
driven from France by the intrigues of the traitor Makavie of 
Lausanne. 

This poem enjoyed unusual popularity abroad, imitations being 
found in the Netherlands, Italy, and Spain. It has been very dif- 
ferently judged by different scholars, some deeming it unworthy of 
notice, and others, among them Gautier, not hesitating to call it a 
fine poem, and one which can occupy one of the most honorable 
positions among the monuments of mediaeval literature. 

The rornan cPaventures is not considered by Gautier as epic in 
its nature, and is therefore excluded from his work as well as the 
romances of the Round Table and those belonging to the Cycle of 
Rome. Aubertin treats them very insufficiently, not laying enough 
stress on their literary value or their importance for the history of 

* Aiol, Chanson de Geste, publiee d'apres le MS. Unique de Paris, par Jacques 
Normand et Gaston Raymond. Paris, 1877. (Societe des Anoiens Textes Fran- 
cais.) 8vo, pp. lxvii.-350. 
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culture. Of especial value from the latter standpoint is " Guillaume 
de Palerne," * a roman d'aventures, and also interesting from being 
the original of an English version composed about 1350 and edited 
by Sir F. Madden for the Roxburghe Club, and again in 1867 by 
W. W. Skeat in the first volume of the " Extra Series of the Early 
English Text." Besides the English version there is a prose ver- 
sion in French which has passed through several editions, and an 
analysis in the "Nouvelle Bibliotheque des Romans," that final 
resting-place of mediaeval romances. 

The hero Guillaume is the son of a King of Sicily and of the 
daughter of the Emperor of Greece. A perfidious uncle plans his 
destruction, but the child is carried off one day by a were-wolf who 
bears him to its den near Rome. The wolf, we learn, is the son of 
the King of Spain, turned into a beast by his mother-in-law to assure 
the throne to her own son. Guillaume is found in the forest by a 
shepherd who brings him up until one day the Emperor of Rome, 
having lost his way in a forest, meets him, takes him to his court 
and makes him the page of his daughter, the fair Melior. Guil- 
laume is knighted and defeats the Duke of Saxony, who has declared 
war against the emperor. After this the Emperor of Greece de- 
mands the hand of Melior, who has long loved Guillaume. The 
lovers flee, disguised in the skins of bears. The wolf accompanies 
them and assists their flight. They all make their way to Sicily, 
where, after many complicated adventures, the plot is unraveled, 
the wolf is restored to his original shape, Guillaume becomes King 
of Sicily, marries Melior and succeeds her father, the wolf becoming 
later King of Spain. The influence of the Orient is felt not merely 
in the enchantment of the prince, but in the exaggerated tone of 
gallantry that reigned at the period the work was composed, the 
end of the twelfth or the beginning of the thirteenth century. 

Entirely Oriental is the next work we shall mention, two versions 
of the famous " Seven Wise Masters." f Both versions are in prose: 
the first is the old French poem published by Keller in 1836, un- 
rhymed and not following exactly the original ; the second is a 
reprint of the French translation (published at Geneva in 1492) of 
the Latin version known as the " Historia Septem Sapientum," here- 

* Guillaume de Palerne, public d'apres le Manuscrit de la Bibliotheque de l'Arse- 
nal a Paris, par H. Michelarit. Paris, 1876. (Society des Auciens Testes Francais.) 
8vo, pp. ssii.-280. 

f Deux Redactions du Roman des Sept Sages de Rome, publiees par Gaston Paris. 
Paris, 1S16. (Society des Anciens Testes Francais.) 8vo, pp. sliii.-217. 
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tof ore considered the source of most of the European Tersions. The 
editor does not share this opinion, and shows very clearly in the 
preface that the Latin work is only a translation, with some changes, 
of a French original from which is derived a group represented by 
some dozen MSS., one of which, B. N., No. 2,137, has been partly 
published by Leroux de Lincy (in " Essai sur les Fables Indiennes," 
par A. Loiseleur Deslongchamps, Paris, 1838). The Latin work 
is very rare, and the French translation here reprinted will replace 
it very conveniently for scholars. The interest attaching to the 
" Seven Wise Masters " is not entirely a thing of the past, for the 
work is still popular as a whole in some parts of Europe, and many 
of the individual stories still entertain crowds of listeners in Italy. 

We have to mention very briefly in conclusion three works re- 
lating to the mediaeval drama.* The first of M. Sepet's works is a 
popular account of the mediaeval drama, contained in a series of 
articles published in various periodicals. The author gives a clear 
and interesting account of the origin and development of the niys- 
thre from the liturgy of the Church, and shows how the Renaissance 
prevented it from being transformed into the modern national dra- 
ma, as in Spain and England. He also gives examples of religious 
dramas belonging to the cycles of Christmas and Easter, and a 
sketch of a dramatic representation at the end of the fifteenth cen- 
tury. The second work is strictly technical, its object being " to 
show how a sermon on the Nativity, which formed in a large num- 
ber of dioceses during the middle ages one of the lessons for Christ- 
mas, was transformed into a liturgical mysthre, then into a semi- 
liturgical mystere, performed both within and without the Church, 
and finally became an integral part of the great dramatic cycle of 
the fifteenth century." The author's profound scholarship and pa- 
tient research are everywhere apparent in this valuable work. 

The remarkable series of plays entitled "Miracles de Nostra 
Dame " represent the highest aesthetic point reached by the mediae- 
val drama, and the most interesting stage of its development as far 
as the possibility of a national drama based on the myst&res is con- 
cerned. The forty miracles of the MS. will be contained in six 
volumes, a seventh will give the necessary notes and the glossary. 

* Le Dramc Chretien au Moyen Age, par M. Sepet, Paris, 1878. Les Pro- 
phetes du Christ, l5tude sur les Origines du Theatre au Moyen Age, par M. Sepet, 
Paris, 1878. Miracles de Nostre Dame par Personnages publics d'apres le MS. de 
la Bibliotheque Nationale, par Gaston Paris et Ulysse Robert. I., II. Paris, 1876- 
'77. (Soci&e 1 des Anciens Textes Francais.) 
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These plays early attracted the attention of scholars, and some fif- 
teen have been published at different times. The MS. is of the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, and the plays were probably 
performed by some of the religious and literary confreries so com- 
mon in the north of France in the thirteenth century. Some of the 
plays are preceded by short sermons, and terminated by a poem 
(called serventoys, from the Provencal form), one of which is said 
to have been crowned at the Puy, or assemblage where the plays 
were performed. 

From the above brief review of some recent works it will be 
seen that the interest in mediaeval French literature is constantly 
increasing, and rapidly losing a dilettante character. An excellent 
history of the literature of this period and the publications of the 
Soci'et'e des Aneiens Textes M-anpais will aid in making a larger 
circle acquainted with the remarkable manifestations of French 
genius in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

T. F. Craots. 



